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The influence of One Recall Upon a Subgequent
Recall of Inoompletely lLoarned Materianl: A Pilot Investigation®

Charles N. Cofer Ve
University of Maryland )
725

A good deal of interest exists comcerming tho amount and mocuracy of recall of
material previously learned. The questlon has basn investigated from many different
aspocts, from the early days of tho psycholegy of testimony to th: present tima.
Uader such sontrol of the conditions of learning and retention as may be established
in the laboratory, the soccuracy and amount of material recelled may reach high levels.
Lut nere, snd to an aven graater sxtent in othor cirocumstances, roocall tends to be
less than perfect. This finding ip particularly evident in the study ¢f "ingidental”
learning, rcoall for svents in ons’s past 1ife, legal testimony and related areas.

In the past ssverai years, it hay become clear that recall and the absence of
recall at a particular time may have eifeocts on subsoquent recalls. A recall my
be considered an additional practice trial, perhaps fixating both the cor.ect and
the incorrect rosponses freely recalled. On the other hand, as Warner Brown (2)
haa shown, a seoond recall may yisld correct responses whioch were not present on
tha firat recall.

7Ath time delaye introduced following learning (absence of recall at a fixed
Anterval) recall scores sometimes are greater than they are for recalls made jus!
following learninge This is the phenomenon of reminiscence. Considerabls theoretical
aigaificarce has been attached to this phenomenon, but it need not oconcern us here as
the conditions for itm ooourrence mppear to be assoclated with the original learming.

Although it is agreed that a recall will have effect on subsequent recalls, the
varieties uf this influenocs and the cmditfonm umder which they ocour have not besn
fully explored. 1# 1% possible, for example, to inorease the amount and acourecy of
recall by epaocing trimls, by inoreasing their numbar or by demanding greater effort
{inoreaning motivation) in the attempts t0 recall? Cunsiderable practical snd
theoretioal interest is assooiated with answers to questiona of thia smort. Bhould the
testimony of n witness be considered more or less accurate when, after thinking things
over, ko shangsus or adds Lo hia previously given testimony? Ia the high degree of
recill for events «f ehidldhoud reportsd for patients under psychommalytiec treatment
dwe to the “recovory of the represssd” o Jdus insteud, at least in parxt, to0 tha high
wotivetion and the imvensive sontentration of thought upon events of this periodt

Theoretioally, ths problem has several interewti.g aspecta, among which twn may
e mentlionsd lwre. Ons i the extext to which the astiwetion of thoughis coneerning
s past experience muy somahow renctivate wnd "strengthen” the "memorieas” of it co
that they may be reportsd verbally. Fositive findings would require the development
of a theory aomcerming the respomsible mesihanisms. Ancther thsoretical inderest
aonceme the mathiods usad 40 re-svoke old wsworier end 4hz fuctors wiloh havn to be
oyeroons to make them available.

* This is Technical Report He. 20, preparad under Sontract N7 (NR-USY, T.0. IIX,
Detwasn the Offioce of Waval Nemearsh ennl ¥he University of Marylend. The author
45 indebded to ¥r. Nevman Shulman for naslstance In the analysis of the datn.
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There i ot lsas” ¢ orrilor study which reported evidaace eoncdt‘ﬁlng thia
probleams  Myers end P{fe"u {3 awind their subjec’ <o ro¢all solections that they
had Jearned au ciildren {ipocchay. voestry, stc.) - The initinl recells were poor,
out with repcavec attempis ¢i recaell the recnlle improvsde Thls study did not
control the arigiral learning of tlo matorial but its findings are quite suggesiire.
Yore work is noaded, howsver, and ths prosent study was designed as an oxplorazory
investigation of thio genoviul arca. o .-

w “'r{“

As a prelimirary met'ad for studying the probdlcw, the fonowing procedures

were follovwed. A passage, entitled "Rumor Deliberately Planted " (1, ppe 62-62)
was read tvice in one olzss poriod to 20 rale and femele collegs students. Tha
subjects were asked to attond alertly to the readings but were asked not to think .
about or rehearse the story. FE did imply that something would be done with the -
story later on. Following the two readings, there was no furthsr reference to
the material unti) a ¢lass period oxactly two wetks later. At the beginning of
this secand class period, sever minutes were allotted for a recall trial in whioh
the subjects vere asked to 1ist iteme from the ctory. The items were listed in
col.mms on ihc subject’s papers, and the papers were marked at one minute Morull

oo signal of E« The subjects were aeked further to place an asterisk on the :
pepers every time they referred back to what they had already written or when ﬂur

had to think to get new ideas. Follcwing this ssven minute period, the papers were . B

collected. At the end of the 50 minute class period seven iziflys Toid addsweu TOB.
a sscond recnll. The first recalls wsre retained by E, and the instructions for te
second reocall were the same as for the first omnn, save tat the subjects were urged

to write ideas they had not previously recalled. MNo consultntion with the erigimal . -

recalls was pernitted.

The papers were scored for the numder of correct and incorresct "idea units”
they Gontmined- The ociginel peosage w25 demarked into 81 such units, and a unit
was scored as correci if the sudbstance of it was recalied. Verbatim repetition
was thus not required. .

BESULTS and INTERPRETATION

The principal resultn may be seen in Table ) which presents the totel nusher
of correct and incorrect reeponses and trhe number of asterisks for sach. lhm‘to -of -

the two recall periods. : ; i

The first recall trial (7 uinutu) clearly producesz the anor:lty of the .

correct responses. Howevor, the rate of production of these responses doemca .'.
markedly from the first to the seven minute. Observation of the .behavior of the . . .-

subjects as well as the eurve for corrsct rssponses suggesis th <t few, if smy, -
additionel correct responsss. would have been predused hzd ithe original vecall
pariod been extended. That the subjects had resched a “"platsau™ is further
suggected in that tho number of iscorrect responses and the number of asteriske
declinad markedly in the mevanth minute, following e msximum somewhat earlier.
Followin; the delay, however, all sulblects but one gave ai least one new correct
response, and the total of 34 nsw correct responses given in the first four
minutea of the second rocail iu almest $0 pe> cent of the number given during
the teet four minutes af the firzt recall periea. Tie aumber of incorrect
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responses for the same sete of four minutes for the two recalls is essentially
the same, but the number of asteripks in these minutes for the second recall i
ghout one=third the number given in minutes 4«7 of the first rocall. This and
the number of wrong responses suggest tirt correot ideas were coming somewhat more
easily in the first four minutes of the second recall than in the 'last four
minutes of the first recall. Only 5 subjecis geave any correct responses in the
tast minute of the first wherea= 13 gavae gorrect responsecs in the first minute of
the mecond recall.

This study ies obviously rather crude and mathodologically naive. A number
of desirable contrels werse not inocluded, and it is uncertain /iow much rehearsal
was done between the termination of the first recall and the beginning of the
second recall, Despite thesc limitations, the conclusion seems fairly olear that
the spaciny of the two recalls was associated with the production of responses
that would probably not have appeared had the original recall period been extended.
This oonclusion is depsndent upom the shape of ths curves for the firat recall
{which @seemed to be appromching sero), but it is further supported by the behavior
of the aubjacta during the last dee or throo USUlss o Vie {irst recaile Nost
of them had stopped writing and had relaxed, as though they considered that their
task was finished,

TABLE 3

Total Number of Correct and Incorrect Responmsas
and of Asteriska for the 20 Subjects

Mingtes L3 3 &4 3 e 1
Iicst Recal
" Correct 111 a8 443 29 b4 | 20 b} §
Inoorreoct 1] 14 20 138 8 10 3
Asterisks ] ¢ 10 1 10 ]
Snsgad Beceld
Sorrect i iz 10 b §:] ] 0 0
Invorrect 13 é 3 13 [3) | 0

Astorisks | 4 é 1 ) § 1 0
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This study was underteken solely .. a pilot investigation to determine whether {
tg results would bo suggestive that furthur and better controiled woric of this tyre 3 '
should be undertaken. The reaulis sujgest that epacing of recall trials may be &
condition which will foeter acecuracy und amount of recall and indicate that f urthor :
~egearch sho:1d be carried out to explore this and other conditionse. ’ 1
5 N
¥
BEFERENCES |
;
i
ic hsaport, G« We, and Pon'uan, Le The Pouychology ¢ Rumop, New Yerk: Henry Hols, §
1947 i
o t i
20 Brown, V. To What Extent is Memory Measured by a Si;ug,le Recall? Je_QXper, §
Pawahal. 1092 &£ 101,104 ro
IELXSUR arivwg w§ ara - veo : !
3. Myers, Go C. & Myers, C. E. Recoastructive recall. Amore Jo Paycholo,
1916, 27, 493-506.
i
¢
¥
g
£
%
- !
;
i
§
§
1
Sest Avm:
Vailan ’
iQ H




